Fishing Villages

No scene, though it has become trite and familiar through
repetition, could be more peculiar than the isle of Marken, more
especially at the back of the island, away from the harbour front.
Here the green plain, or goose meadow, stretches into infinity,
which may mean a mile, or nearly a mile, but it appears to have
no end. The wooden houses and their bright interiors, gay as the
inside of a barge or of a Gypsy caravan, are meticulously clean.
Any human beings in sight wear the village costume, a dress
which is pushed beyond the borders of probability, until it has
become almost insane in its strangeness. The whole community
have conspired together in this contagious madness, a work
that has been facilitated by inter-marriage and inbreeding. The
restrictions upon their lives are nearly equivalent to those govern-
ing the colony of penguins in the Zoological Gardens. It is all
but impossible for them to move away from home. They are in
dissent, or separation, from the world at large.

We find our imagination drawn to the thought of a Sunday
morning, fifty or a hundred years ago, in this peculiar place. A
winter morning of fine sun; but not a ripple of the oars, for, on
Sunday, the boats are idle. No movement was allowed. Where
else, in the Western world, was more remote than this? The
inhabitants are in their Sunday best. Those printed, padded
cottons: those houses like a barge, or like a circus tent: these give
their obsession with the Orient. Each child is the Infanta in a
fairy tale, the living instance of its own improbability. Their
world was flat water and the green goose plain. Its emptiness, its
lack of incident, explain and give the reason for their hallucination.
Their stolid temperament is frantically circumspect, careful to
the point of frenzy. The thatched roofs are as finely combed as a
fringe of hair. Paint is scrubbed and varnished to the light of
metal. Or think of the foggy winter; or of a Sunday, dead with
snow. There are villages more remote, yet more lost in the
bucolic distance. Villages in Walcheren, Beveland and Goeree,
in Schouwen, all islands of Zeeland, the province which is level
with the sea, or lower.

Here, the dairy fields are only ended by the dykes. They would,
but for that, stretch on and on for ever. This is the land of cheeses
and the milk pail. A pair of milk pails on a wooden yoke, the
clatter of wooden sabots on paths of bright red brick, this is the
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